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1
METHOD FOR MAKING CONDUCTIVE
WIRES

RELATED APPLICATIONS

This application claims all benefits accruing under 35
US.C. §119 from China Patent Application No.
200810218193.2, filed on Dec. 12, 2008 in the China Intel-
lectual Property Office, the disclosure of which is incorpo-
rated herein by reference. This application is related to com-
monly-assigned applications entitled, “INKJET INK AND
METHOD FOR MAKING CONDUCTIVE WIRES USING
THE SAME”, filed on Oct. 22, 2009 with U.S. patent appli-
cation Ser. No. 12/589,461 and “CARBON NANOTUBE
METAL NANOPARTICLE COMPOSITE AND METHOD
FOR MAKING THE SAME”, filed on Oct. 22, 2009 with
U.S. patent application Ser. No. 12/589,477.

BACKGROUND

1. Technical Field

The present disclosure relates to methods for making con-
ductive wires and, particularly, to a method for making con-
ductive wires based on carbon nanotubes.

2. Description of Related Art

Ink jet printing can be advantageous for making unique
prints because, as a digital technology, images can be easily
changed or varied. As the advancement of science and tech-
nology continues, ink jet printing may be used in the process
of making an interconnection wire.

One method for making interconnection wires includes the
following steps. Firstly, a dispersion of carbon nanotubes
with carbon nanotubes dispersed in an organic solvent is
prepared. Secondly, a baseline is printed with the dispersion
on a surface of a substrate. Thirdly, the organic solvent is
evaporated to obtain a conductive baseline. Finally, the sur-
face of the conductive baseline is electroplated in an electro-
plating bath containing a metal ion, so that an interconnection
wire, which is a composite of metal and carbon nanotubes, is
formed.

However, the method for making interconnection wires by
printing and electroplating has the following disadvantages.
Firstly, a mass ratio of the carbon nanotubes in the dispersion
solvent used in this method is large, usually above 10% to
ensure formation of a conductive baseline for the electroplat-
ing. Such a large mass ratio means the carbon nanotubes
cannot be dispersed in the solvent uniformly, resulting in a
non-uniform thickness of the interconnection wires. Sec-
ondly, current density in the conductive baseline will be non-
uniform during electroplating which further contributes to the
non-uniform thickness of the interconnection wires.

What is needed, therefore, is to provide a method for mak-
ing conductive wires having an improved uniformity of thick-
ness.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Many aspects of the present method for making conductive
wires can be better understood with reference to the following
drawings. The components in the drawings are not necessar-
ily drawn to scale, the emphasis instead being placed upon
clearly illustrating the principles of the present method for
making conductive wires.

FIG. 1 is a flow chart of a method for making conductive
wires, in accordance with one embodiment.
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FIG. 2 is a schematic view of steps in the method for
making conductive wires, in accordance with one embodi-
ment.

FIG. 3 is a schematic view of functionalized carbon nano-
tubes, in accordance with one embodiment.

Corresponding reference characters indicate correspond-
ing parts throughout the several views. The exemplifications
set out herein illustrate at least one embodiment of the present
method for making conductive wires, in at least one form, and
such exemplifications are not to be construed as limiting the
scope of the disclosure in any manner.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

References will now be made to the drawings to describe,
in detail, various embodiments of the present method for
making conductive wires.

Referring to FIGS. 1 and 2, a method for making conduc-
tive wires 20 according to one embodiment includes the fol-
lowing steps of: (a) providing an ink having carbon nanotubes
14; (b) forming a baseline 12 using the ink on a substrate 10;
and (c) electroless plating the baseline 12 to obtain conduc-
tive wires 20.

In step (a), the ink can include a solvent of 50-80 wt %,
carbon nanotubes 14 0£0.0001-5 wt %, a viscosity modifier of
0.1-30 wt %, a surfactant of 0.1-5 wt %, and a binder 0£0.1-30
wt %.

The solvent can be water. In one embodiment, the solvent
is de-ionized water. The carbon nanotubes 14 in the ink can be
selected from a group consisting of single-walled carbon
nanotubes, double-walled carbon nanotubes, multi-walled
carbon nanotubes, and combinations thereof. A diameter of
each carbon nanotube 14 can be less than about 50 nanom-
eters. A length of the carbon nanotubes 14 can be less than
about 2 micrometers. Furthermore, the carbon nanotubes 14
can have a plurality of functional groups formed on the walls
and end portions thereof. The functional groups can be any
hydrophilic group selected from a group consisting of car-
boxyl (—COOH), aldehyde group (—CHO), amino group
(—NH,), hydroxyl (—OH), and combinations thereof. The
functional groups make the carbon nanotubes 14 soluble in
the solvent. In one embodiment, a length of the carbon nano-
tubes 14 ranges from about 50 nanometers to about 200
nanometers and a ratio of the carbon nanotubes 14 ranges
from about 1% to about 3% by weight. The viscosity modifier
can be a material selected from a group consisting of metha-
nol, ethanol, cellulose ethers, guar gum, silica gel, and com-
binations thereof. In one embodiment, the viscosity modifier
is methanol. The surfactant can be selected from a group
consisting of fatty acids, phosphate esters, sodium lauryl
sulfates, isosorbide dinitrates, modified polyvinyl alcohols
(PVA), and combinations thereof. The surfactant can help the
carbon nanotubes 14 disperse uniformly in the ink. In one
embodiment, the surfactant is modified PVA. The binder can
be selected from a group consisting of polyvinyl pyrrolidones
(PVP), polyvinyl alcohols (PVA), and combinations thereof.
The binder can fix the carbon nanotubes 14 on a substrate
after the solvent is evaporated. In one embodiment, the binder
is PVP.

The ink may further include a moisturizing agent of 0.1-40
wt %. The moisturizing agent can be an agent with a high
boiling point. The moisturizing agent can be selected from a
group consisting of polypropylene glycols (PPG), glycol
ethers, and combinations thereof. The moisturizing agent can
raise the boiling point of the ink. The ink provided in one
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embodiment is not volatilizable at temperatures from about
50° C. to about 100° C. In one embodiment, the moisturizing
agent is glycol ethers.

The ink can be made by the following substeps of: (al)
providing and purifying a plurality of carbon nanotubes 14;
(a2) functionalizing the carbon nanotubes 14; (a3) dispersing
the functionalized carbon nanotubes 14 in water; and (ad)
adding a viscosity modifier, a surfactant, and a binder into the
water to form a mixture; and (a5) agitating the mixture to
obtain an ink.

In step (al), the carbon nanotubes 14 can be obtained by a
conventional method, such as chemical vapor deposition
(CVD), arc discharging, or laser ablation. The carbon nano-
tubes 14 can be obtained by the substeps of: providing a
substrate; forming a carbon nanotube array on the substrate
by a chemical vapor depositing method; and peeling the car-
bon nanotube array off the substrate by a mechanical method,
thereby achieving a plurality of carbon nanotubes 14. The
carbon nanotubes 14 in the carbon nanotube array are sub-
stantially parallel to each other.

The carbon nanotubes 14 can be purified by the substeps of:
heating the carbon nanotubes 14 in air flow at about 350° C.
for about 2 hours to remove amorphous carbons; soaking the
treated carbon nanotubes 14 in about 36% hydrochloric acid
for about one day to remove metal catalysts; isolating the
carbon nanotubes 14 soaked in the hydrochloric acid; rinsing
the isolated carbon nanotubes 14 with de-ionized water; and
filtrating the carbon nanotubes 14.

In step (a2), the carbon nanotubes 14 can be treated by an
acid with the substeps of: refluxing the carbon nanotubes 14
in nitric acid at about 130° C. for a period of time from about
4 hours to about 48 hours to form a suspension; centrifuging
the suspension to form an acid solution and carbon nanotube
sediment; and rinsing the carbon nanotube sediment with
water until the pH of the used water is about 7. Referring to
FIG. 3, the carbon nanotubes 14 can be chemically modified
with functional groups such as —COOH, —CHO, —NH,
and —OH on the walls and end portions thereof after the acid
treatment. These functional groups can help carbon nano-
tubes 14 to be soluble and dispersible in the solvent.

In step (a3), the functionalized carbon nanotubes 14 can be
treated by the substeps of: filtrating the carbon nanotubes 14;
putting the carbon nanotubes 14 into a de-ionized water to
obtain a mixture; ultrasonic stirring the mixture; and centri-
fuging the mixture. The above steps can be repeated about 4
to 5 times to obtain a solution of carbon nanotubes 14 and
de-ionized water.

In step (a4), the mixture of de-ionized water, carbon nano-
tubes 14, viscosity modifier, surfactant, and binder can be
agitated mechanically for about 20 minutes to about 50 min-
utes at room temperature to obtain an ink. The ink can be
sealed in an ink box. A moisturizing agent can be added in the
mixture in step (a4).

In step (b), the substrate 10 can be made of insulative
material selected from a group consisting of silicon, silicon
oxide, quartz, sapphire, ceramic, glass, metal oxide, organic
polymer, textile fabric, and combinations thereof. A shape
and a size of the substrate 10 are arbitrary, and can be chosen
according to need. The method of forming a baseline 12 using
the ink on the substrate 10 can be by printing using an ink jet
printer. In one embodiment, the substrate 10 is a polyimide
laminate and the ink jet printer is an Epson R230. The ink jet
print head will not get clogged because a length of the carbon
nanotubes 14 is less than 200 nanometers and the ratio of a
carbon nanotubes 14 in the ink is less than or equal to 5% by
weight. A pattern can be formed by a plurality of baselines 12
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according to need. The baseline 12 includes the plurality of
carbon nanotubes 14 uniformly dispersed therein.

Step (¢) includes the following substeps of (c1) drying the
baseline 12; (¢2) activating the baseline 12; and (c3) applying
an electroless plating solution on the baseline 12.

Step (c1) can be executed by oven drying or sunlight dry-
ing. In one embodiment, the substrate 10 is kept in an oven for
about 10 seconds to about 60 seconds at a temperature rang-
ing from about 120° C. to about 150° C. The carbon nano-
tubes 14 in the baseline 12 can be fixed on the substrate 10
more stably by step (c1).

Step (c2) can be carried out by dipping the entire substrate
10 in a solution of metal-salt or applying a solution of metal
salt to the baseline 12 so as to soak the entire surface of the
baseline 12. The metal-salt can be selected from a group
consisting of a salt of silver, salt of palladium, and combina-
tions thereof. For example, the metal-salt can be selected
from a group consisting of silver nitrate (AgNO;), palladium
nitrate (PdCl,), and combinations thereof. The solution of
metal-salt includes a plurality of metal ions uniformly dis-
persed therein. In step (c2), the carbon nanotubes 14 in the
baseline 12 can adsorb a plurality of metal ions 16 due to the
large specific surface area of the carbon nanotubes 14. The
metal ions 16 adsorbed on the carbon nanotubes 14 form a
plurality of catalytic centers to allow for electroless plating in
the following step. In one embodiment, the entire substrate 10
is dipped in a solution of AgNO; for about 10 to about 200
seconds. A concentration of the AgNO; in the solution can be
greater than 10-4 mol/L.

An optional step (c4) of rinsing the baseline 12 can be
carried out after step (c2).

In step (c3), the entire substrate 10 can be put into an
electroless plating solution to apply a metal layer coating on
the baseline 12. The electroless plating solution can be a
nickel electroless plating solution or a copper electroless
plating solution. In one embodiment, the electroless plating
solution includes 5-15 g/IL of copper sulphate, 10-20 mL/L. of
formaldehyde, 40-60 g/I of ethylene diamine tetraacetic acid
(EDTA), 15-30 g/LL of potassium sodium tartrate. The base-
line 12 can be immersed in the copper electroless plating
solution for about 2 minutes at a temperature of about 50° C.

The carbon nanotubes 14 can uniformly disperse in the ink
because the ratio of the carbon nanotubes 14 in the ink is less
than or equal to 5% by weight and the carbon nanotubes 14
have a plurality of functional groups formed on the walls and
end portions thereof. Accordingly, the thickness of the con-
ductive wires 20 made by the electroless plating is uniform. In
addition, the efficiency of electroless plating is increased
because the carbon nanotubes 14 in the baseline 12 have a
large specific surface area and adsorb a plurality of metal ions
16 thereon.

A step (d) of electroplating the conductive wires 20 can be
carried out after step (c) to increase the thickness of the
conductive wires 20. In one embodiment, the conductive
wires 20 are put into a copper electroplating bath for about 5
minutes to about 10 minutes to form a copper layer thereon.
The thickness of copper layer can range from about 10
micrometers to about 100 micrometers.

It is to be understood that the above description and the
claims drawn to a method may include some indication in
reference to certain steps. However, the indication used is
only to be viewed for identification purposes and not as a
suggestion as to an order for the steps.

Finally, it is also to be understood that the above-described
embodiments are intended to illustrate rather than limit the
disclosure. Variations may be made to the embodiments with-
out departing from the spirit of the disclosure as claimed. The
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above-described embodiments illustrate the scope of the dis-
closure but do not restrict the scope of the disclosure.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for making conductive wires, the method

comprising the following steps of:

(a) providing an ink having carbon nanotubes, wherein the
ink comprises a solvent of 50-80 wt %, carbon nano-
tubes 0f 0.0001-5 wt %, a viscosity modifier of0.1-30 wt
%, a surfactant of 0.1-5 wt %, a binder of 0.1-30 wt %
and a moisturizing agent; and the moisturizing agent is
selected from the group consisting of polypropylene
glycols and glycol ethers so that the ink is not volatiliz-
able at temperatures in a range from about 50° C. to
about 100° C.;

(b) applying the ink to form a baseline on a substrate; and

(c) electroless plating the baseline to apply a metal layer
coating on the baseline having a plurality of the carbon
nanotubes therein.

2. A method for making conductive wires, the method

comprising following steps:
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providing an ink comprising a solvent of 50-80 wt %,
carbon nanotubes 0£0.0001-5 wt %, a viscosity modifier
of 0.1-30 wt %, a surfactant of 0.1-5 wt %, a binder of
0.1-30 wt %, and a moisturizing agent 0f 0.1%-40 wt %,
wherein the moisturizing agent is selected from the
group consisting of polypropylene glycols and glycol
ethers;

applying the ink to form a baseline on a substrate by ink jet

printing; and

electroless plating the baseline to apply a metal layer coat-

ing on the baseline having a plurality of the carbon
nanotubes therein.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein lengths of the carbon
nanotubes are in a range from about 50 nanometers to about
200 nanometers, the carbon nanotubes in the ink is less than
or equal to 5% by weight.

4. The method of claim 3, wherein the carbon nanotubes in
the ink is in a range from about 1% to about 3% by weight.
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